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THE VENICE HAGGADAH OF 1609 


Though only few copies of the Venice Haggadah of 1609 are extant, many 
a reader may have a feeling that he had already seen quite a number of its 
pictures; this Haggadah was reprinted several times in the 17th and 18th 
centuries and its pictures were widely reproduced and imitated for other 
Haggadah editions. 


The Haggadah was conceived by Israel Sifroni, a well-known Jewish 
printer, who was active in Italy and in Switzerland. It was printed for him 
by the printing house of Giovanni di Gara of Venice. The Haggadah appeared 
simultaneously in three editions, featuring the translations of the text and 
of the Seder instructions in Judeo-German, Judeo-Italian and Judeo-Spanish, 
respectively, for the use of the different Jewish communities. In Venice 
itself there were Ashkenazim, Sefardim, native Italian Jews, as well as Jews 
from the Levant. The sale of the Haggadah, of course, was not limited to 
this city. 


The Judeo-Italian edition, which is reproduced here, was prepared by 
Rabbi Leon Modena of Venice, as indicated by the Hebrew postscript at 
the end of the Judeo-Italian translation on the last but one page of the 
Haggadah. The first letters of the postscript are printed in larger type; they 
spell out Modena’s name. 


Leon Modena was one of the most colorful Jewish personalities of his 
time. He was a rabbi with a wide Jewish as well as general knowledge, a 
celebrated preacher whom even gentiles came to hear, and a fine Hebrew 
stylist. He wrote numerous scholarly as well as popular books. In his 
autobiography he relates that during his life he had engaged in no less than 
twenty-six professions, among them matchmaker, writer of wedding poems 
and verse epitaphs, business broker and proofreader. He also wrote comedies 
and directed their production in the Ghetto of Venice. Modena was requested 
to write an account of the customs and ceremonies of the Jews for presenta- 
tion to King James I of England. This book, originally written in Italian, was 
translated into several languages. 


When a new edition of the Venice Haggadah of 1609 was published in 
1629, Leon Modena prepared for inclusion in it an abridged version of 
Isaac Abarbanel’s commentary on the Haggadah, called Zevah Pesah. Modena 
entitled it Tzli Esh. Modena also wrote a Haggadah commentary of his own, 
Ge’on Yehuda, but it was never published. His book Galut Yehuda, printed 
for the first time in Venice in 1612, contains the Italian translations of 


various terms found in Scripture, the Ethics of the Fathers, and in the 
Haggadah. 


The Venice Haggadah of 1609 is one of the most beautiful early printed 
Haggadoth. Its pages, most of which are adorned with large pictures on the 
bottom, are framed by architectual borders. Several pages feature two larger 
pictures with a picture at the top in place of the arch. The illustrations show 
the preparations for the Passover, the Seder meal, the story of the exodus 
from Egypt and other Biblical scenes. In addition to numerous vignettes, 


the Haggadah also features two series of smaller illustrations. The artist 
is unknown. 
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scene on the left is described as representing Isaac and his sons, Jacob (on 
the right) and Esau (on the left). 


Page 12. Top: God’s covenant with Abraham. 


Botton: Laban meeting Jacob, after having pursued him. In the back- 
ground, Jacob’s four wives in front of their tents. 


Page 13. Top: Joseph’s brethren before Pharaoh. 
Bottom: The children of Israel increased and multiplied. 


Page 14. Top: Picture based on Midrash, which relates that at first 
Pharaoh sought to keep away the Israelites from their women, by making 
them stay over night in the fields where they worked. However, the righteous 
Israelite women would prepare food for their husbands in the fields, wash, 
anoint, feed them and live with them there. When the time came for 
them to give birth, they would go out into the fields and be delivered there 
(Bab. Talmud, Sotah 11b, Exod. R. 1:12). 


Bottom: The Israelites building store cities for Pharaoh. 


Page 15. Top: Israelites doing slave labor, with taskmasters beating them. 

Bottom: Picture to the right illustrates the Midrash according to which 
the Israelites lived apart from their wives following Pharaoh’s decree that 
all new-born male Israelites be killed. Picture to the left shows Israelite 
male infants being cast into the river. 


Page 16. Pharaoh’s daughter, holding Moses after he was retrieved from 
the river. She is talking with Jochebed and Miriam. 


Page 17. Top: The death of the firstborn and the destruction of the 
idols of the Egyptians. 


Bottom: Murrain killing the cattle of Egypt. 


Page 18. Picture based on Midrash according to which Pharaoh bathed 
in the blood of Israelite children as a cure for his leprosy (Exod. R. 1:34). 


Page 19. A series of illustrations showing the Ten Plagues. Judeo- 
Italian explanations on the margins are in verse form. 


Page 20. While the Egyptians suffer from the plagues, the Israelites 
joyously anticipate their liberation. 


Page 21. Demons bringing various kinds of plagues on the Egyptians. 
A reference to the Haggadah text that each plague consisted of various 
torments. 


Page 22. The Israelites crossing the sea, carrying with them Joseph’s 
coffin. In front of them is the pillar of fire, which illuminated the night for 
the Israelites. Behind them is the pillar of the cloud, which showed them 
the way by day. In the night of the crossing, the cloud placed itself between 
the Israelites and the pursuing Egyptians, preventing the light given by the 
pillar of fire, from reaching the Egyptians (Exodus 14:19-20). According 
to the Midrash, the cloud also protected the Israelites from the arrows 
and stones of the Egyptians (Mekhilta de Rabbi Yishmael, Beshalah, 5). 


Page 23. Egyptians drowning in the sea. The Israelites singing the 
Song of Moses. In background Miriam leading the women in song, music 
and dance. 


The vignettes at the beginning of paragraphs illustrate the text they 
introduce. The first vignette on page 5 calls for an explanation. It shows a 
hare hunter. The line above gives the order in which the blessings of the 
Kiddush are recited when the Seder is celebrated on a Saturday night: Yayin 
(wine), Kiddush (Sanctification of the Festival), Ner (the Havdala Candle), 
Havdala (Separation of Sabbath from other days), Zman (Shehehiyanu, 
thanksgiving for having been enabled to live to celebrate the festival). The 
acronym of the order is pronounced YaKNHaZ, which sounds similar to the 
German “jag’ ’n Has’” (jag’ den Hasen) i.e. “hunt the hare.” Hence this 
illustration, which is found also in other old Haggadoth. Although the picture 
had meaning only for Ashkenazim, the printer left it also in the non- 
Ashkenazi editions of the Haggadah. It may be that by that time non- 
Ashkenazi Jews also understood the German pun. 

The version of the Grace after Meals is that of the Italian rite, which 
is different from those of the Ashkenazim and Sefardim. 

The Judeo-Italian edition concludes on the last but one page of the 
Haggadah. The last page contains hymns sung by the Ashkenazim. 

The original size of the Haggadah is 1112 x 8 in. 

The Venice Haggadah of 1609 is a very rare book. Thanks are due to 
the Orphan Hospital Ward of Israel] and to its director, Rabbi Munish 
Weintraub, for having made available to the public a reproduction of this 
beautiful Haggadah. 

: TOVIA PRESCHEL 


Description of the Haggadah's woodcuts 


Six illustrations form a pictorial border for the title page. They show 
the cleaning of the home, the ritual cleansing of the vessels and the prepara- 
tion of the Matzot for Passover. 

Page 2. Two pictures show the search for Hametz. They are flanked by 
figures of Moses and Aaron, which are also found on other pages. 


Page 3. A series of 13 pictures illustrating the various stages of the 
Seder. The Judeo-Italian instructions for each stage, printed on the margins, 
are in verse form, as are the Judeo-Italian captions for all the pictures in 
the Haggadah. Versified picture captions and Seder instructions frequently 
occur in early Haggadoth. 

Page 6. The family at the Seder. The picture also shows a poor man 
entering the house in response to the invitation: “Whoever is hungry, let him 
come and eat.” 

Page 7. The Israelites toiling in Egypt. This picture is flanked by figures 
of King David and King Solomon, which also appear on other pages. 


Page 8. The Seder of the Sages at Bnei Brak. 

Page 10. Abraham’s father Terah and his countrymen worshipping idols. 

Page 11. Top: Abraham and Sarah bless Isaac. On the left, Hagar and 
Ishmael. On the right, Ketura and her six sons. 


Bottom: On the left, Abraham instructing Isaac. On the right, the Angel 
stops Abraham from sacrificing Isaac. In the Judeo-Spanish edition the 
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Page 24. In the middle of the night a chastised Pharaoh orders Moses 
and Aaron to take the Israelites out of Egypt. 


Page 25. The Passover sacrifice in Egypt. “And thus you shall eat it, with 
your loins girded, your shoes on your feet and your staff in your hand” 
(Exodus 12:11). 


Page 26. “And they baked unleavened cakes of the dough which they 
brought from Egypt, for it was not leavened; because they were thrust out 
of Egypt and could not tarry” (Exodus 12:39). 


Page 27. Israelites doing slave labor in Egypt. 
Page 28. Same as on page 24. 


Pages 30-31. Six pictures, also shown on page 3, illustrating the various 
stages of the Seder meal. 


Page 34. Necromancers and sorcerers (white figures) and demons (black 
figures). The heathens believed in necromancers and worshipped demons. 
Picture refers to text of prayer “Pour out Thy wrath upon the nations that do 
not know Thee. . . .” The Judeo-German and Judeo-Spanish versions identify 
the black figures as worshippers of Molech. 


Page 38. The Israelite tribes encamped in the wilderness. To the right, 
the Manna and the quail, which were the food of the Israelites during their 
journey. To the left (on top), Israelites drinking water brought forth by 
Moses from the rock. (On the bottom). This motif appears to represent the 
Well of Miriam. According to the Midrash, a well accompanied the Israelites 
through the wilderness, because of the good deeds of Miriam. In addition 
to water, the well supplied certain amenities for the use of the Israelites 
(Midrash Psalms 23:4; etc.). 


Page 39. To the left of the river Jordan, the Israelites defeating their 
enemies (Sihon, King of Amorites, and Og, King of Bashan) east of the 
Jordan. To the right, the fall of the cities of Jericho and Ai. 


Page 43. Melchizedek, King of Shalem, welcoming Abraham with bread 
and wine on his return from the rescue of Lot and his fellow prisoners. 


Page 44. The Angels visiting Abraham. 


Page 47. Jerusalem rebuilt. On the left, the Messiah riding on a donkey, 
preceded by Elijah, who announces his coming. 
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